University of Nebraska - Lincoln

DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
Nebraska Bird Review

Nebraska Ornithologists' Union

6-2016

The Mute Swan in Nebraska: History and Current Status
Mark A. Brogie

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nebbirdrev
Part of the Ornithology Commons, Poultry or Avian Science Commons, and the Zoology Commons

Brogie, Mark A., "The Mute Swan in Nebraska: History and Current Status" (2016). Nebraska Bird Review.
1399.
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nebbirdrev/1399

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Nebraska Ornithologists' Union at
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Nebraska Bird Review by
an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln.

Brogie, “The Mute Swan in Nebraska: History and Current Status,” from Nebraska Bird Review
(June 2016) 84(2). Copyright 2016 Nebraska Ornithologists’ Union. Used by permission.

86

The Nebraska Bird Review

Vol. 84 No.2

The Mute Swan in Nebraska: History and Current Status
Mark A. Brogie, Creighton, Nebraska
W. Ross Silcock, Tabor, Iowa (Corresponding Author: silcock@rosssilcock.com)
Joel G. Jorgensen, Lincoln, Nebraska

Mute Swans (Cygnus alar) were introduced into North America during the late
1800s as decorative waterfowl and have established feral populations (Ciaranca et al.
1997). Currently, the range of wild populations of Mute Swans in North America
includes the Atlantic Coast from Maine to South Carolina and the Great Lakes, with
the exception of Lake Superior where it is not established (Baldassarre 2014). The
current total North American population is estimated to be 22,000-25,000
(Baldassarre 2014) and populations continue to increase (Petrie and Francis 2003).
Indeed, the growing concern over burgeoning numbers has resulted in many states
and municipalities implementing programs and procedures to reduce their Mute
Swan populations.
Although Mute Swans displace native wildlife and negatively impact wetland
habitats (Ellis and Elphick 2007), captive Mute Swans continue to be raised by
aviculturists and are commonly used as decorative or ornamental waterfowl to adorn
city parks, zoos and estates. Furthermore, Mute Swans are occasionally used in
questionable attempts to displace nuisance Canada Geese (Branta
canadensis). Occasionally, captive or unpinioned Mute Swans escape or disperse
and are observed in areas where captive birds are not known to occur. As wild
populations of Mute Swans continue to increase, there is an increased probability
naturally occurring vagrants may reach Nebraska. A central challenge, though, is
distinguishing wild vagrants from escaped captive birds, particularly when evidence
is limited and usually circumstantial. We believe understanding the occurrence of
wild Mute Swans in Nebraska is important for two reasons. First, tracking putative
wild Mute Swans provides potentially useful data for state and local agencies that are
also monitoring the situation. Second, the Nebraska Ornithologists' Union Records
Committee (NOURC) is charged with maintaining the Official List of Birds of
Nebraska, and the question of provenance is critically important when evaluating
whether a species' record should or should not be accepted. Here we review the
species' status in the Midwest and Nebraska and provide guidance to governmental
entities and NOURC on how individual records in Nebraska should be evaluated to
determine wild provenance. We also review Nebraska reports and identify those
which we believe are wild birds using the aforementioned guidance.
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Figure I. Comparison of Michigan Mute Swan Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) indices and the number of records
reported in Nebraska, 1990-2015. Trend lines created using locally weighted scatterplot smoothing (LOESS) in
Program R (R Development Core Team 2014).
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Mute Swan Status in Midwest
The Great Lakes population of Mute Swans primarily occurs in the lower peninsula
of Michigan and includes Lakes Michigan, Huron and Erie. In Michigan, the
primary wintering range for Mute Swans is located near Traverse City, some 1,000
km (600 miles) from eastern Nebraska. Though usually considered sedentary in
North America, Mute Swans in Siberia and Mongolia migrate 1650 km (1000 miles)
to wintering areas along the Pacific Coast; even some birds wintering at Traverse
City fly around 100 miles from breeding areas (Baldassarre 2014). Direct evidence
of long-range dispersal from natal areas to the west, however, is limited. An
immature banded in Wisconsin July 1984 remained with an adult on the Mississippi
River near Winfield, Lincoln County, Missouri, 6 Jan-9 Feb 1985 (Robbins and
Easterla 1992). Thus, North American Mute Swans are capable of dispersing larger
distances than generally credited to this species, in this case some 560 km (350
miles). Kent and Dinsmore (1996) suggested first-year birds are more likely to
disperse; juveniles and non-breeders may travel unknown distances in fall, beginning
in September (Ciaranca et aI. 1997). O'Donnell (2014) used eBird data of Mute
Swan sightings to show evidence of seasonal migration that may result in natural
vagrants to the west. O'Donnell (2014) considered that the month-by-month map
using eBird data "at least supports ... local winter movements of the species, and 1'd
even go so far as to say there is evidence that some birds seasonally migrate."
Further, he noted "There is ... either a small migration or a pattern of vagrants in
winter extending roughly from southern Illinois to central Texas. The western
border of the distribution is vague but seems roughly stable throughout the year
around the Mississippi River ... ". Finally, O'Donnell (2014) concluded, "I think it is
reasonable that some of these movements are resulting in natural vagrants to the west.
Of course, it is very difficult to identifY them, and they will be greatly outnumbered
by locally released birds".
In llJwa, the first accepted record of a wild Mute Swan was of one shot in Nov 1962
along the Mississippi River in Muscatine County. The current status of the species
in Iowa is "Regular", with most records mid-September through late May, around
18% of these immatures (Kent and Dinsmore 1996). This pattern suggests that Mute
Swan is indeed a winter visitor to Iowa.
Status in Nebraska
Sharpe et al. (2001) considered Mute Swan "Hypothetical" in Nebraska, as, until
then, there had been no acceptable reports of non-captive birds. Recently, NOURC
added Mute Swan to the Official List of the Birds of Nebraska (Brogie 2015) based
on photographs, video, and a description (MB) of a male-female adult pair at a
remote farm pond in Dixon County, Nebraska, on 7 November 2014. Both swans
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Figure 2. Temporal distribution of Nebraska Mute Swan records by era. Points show underlying data and trend lines
were created using locally weighted scatterplot smoothing (LOESS) in Program R (R Development Core Team 2014),
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were unbanded, each had both halluces (hind-toes), and both were capable of strong
flight. These factors, in conjunction with the birds' age, sex, timing of the sighting,
remoteness of the sighting's location, appearance and association with other
migrating waterfowl, wary behavior, and increasing populations of wild Mute Swans
in states east of Nebraska were indicative of wild provenance (Brogie 2015).
Since the first known Mute Swan record for Nebraska, a "known escape" in 1969
(Bray et al. 1986), there have been 43 sightings reported, 34 of these from 2008
through January 2016 (Table 1). The first Nebraska Mute Swan records that are
likely of non-captive birds were in the 1990s, during a period of a rapidly-expanding
Michigan population (McPeek and Adams 1994), and the presence of a small freeflying population of 4-5 pairs established around 1980 (Bruce Ehresman, pers. comm.
WRS, 2000) in Ida County, Iowa, about 50 km (30 miles) from Nebraska. This
population still persists, but with only one mated pair that has not reproduced since
approximately 2011 (Don Poggensee, pers. comm. WRS, 1 JuI20l6). Breeding of
purported wild Mute Swans has not been reported in Nebraska. Correlation analysis
using Michigan Mute Swan Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) indices and the Nebraska
records 1990-2015 shows a statistically significant relationship (r = 0.58, P = 0.002):
the number of Nebraska reports has increased along with the population increases in
Michigan (Figure 1). Also, a strong temporal pattern has become evident over time
as well that indicates increased sightings in the winter months since the 1990s
(Figure 2).

Guidance on Evaluating Mute Swan Occurrences in Nebraska
We located 43 total reports of Mute Swan in Nebraska (Table 1), with 15 reports of
birds that were most likely wild noted in Column 2 of Table l. We propose the
following criteria for judging whether a free-flying Mute Swan is more likely to be a
wild bird, and thus a valid record of occurrence in Nebraska. There are three criteria
that should be applied, which are listed in order of strength of evidence for
occurrence of a wild bird:
1.

2.

3.

A marked bird (banded, collared, tagged), that can thus be determined to
be from an established wild population. Certain markers may also prove
derivation from a captive or research population.
An unmarked bird (not banded, collared, or tagged; halluces present) not
associating with birds at a location where known captive birds are present,
especially if the bird remains for an extended period during the winter.
Behavior appropriate for a wild bird (wary, does not approach humans,
associated with other wild waterfowl).

Discussion
Evaluating the provenance of Mute Swan occurrences away from established
populations is a challenge. Few bird species in North America have large, increasing
(albeit feral), established populations and are also commonly kept in captivity. Until
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recently, it was generally assumed wild, typically sedentary Mute Swans were
unlikely to reach Nebraska. Reports of purported wild Mute Swans submitted to
NOURC were not accepted because "provenance could not be determined".
Furthermore, predisposed assumptions that Mute Swan occurrences were escapees
led to dismissal of many reports that may have indicated wild birds. Several
occurrences in recent years are not easily dismissed as captive escapees and suggest
there is a need to reconsider how Mute Swan occurrences are evaluated. Wild Mute
Swans, which occur less than 500 miles from Nebraska, are capable of long-range
dispersal away from breeding areas in fall, even to the extent of repeated migration
to wintering locations. Midwest populations also have rapidly increased in recent
decades. Together, these points have led us to re-examine Nebraska reports, and we
conclude a small number of reports likely involved natural vagrants. We further
argue Mute Swan occurrences in Nebraska should be evaluated in an unbiased
manner, where it is not simply assumed that birds are escapees.
Bird records committees of states surrounding Nebraska have widely varying
approaches to dealing with Mute Swan status, although most (Missouri, Kansas,
South Dakota, Colorado) treat reports as of unknown provenance. As noted above,
Iowa has for some time, due to its location, recognized the species as regular in
occurrence, with most records in winter. Ann Johnson (pers. comm. to WRS) noted
that "Since the decision for use [of Mute Swan reports] lies with the seasonal editors
... I suspect most were reported only if the observer felt they were free-flying birds.
Not sure how increased eBird usage will affect that." Missouri, however, assigns
"provisional" status to Mute Swan; provisional is defined as "one or more records
that meet acceptance criteria, but no definitive state record (i.e., either specimen,
diagnostic photograph or audio, or mUltiple acceptable documentations); or
provenance uncertain, in the case of Barnacle Goose, Mute Swan, and American
Flamingo." Apparently the 1985 record cited above does not meet these criteria.
Mute Swan is considered "hypothetical" in South Dakota (pers. comm. Dave
Swanson to MB), with 3 records described as "origin unknown", none since 1998
(Tallman et al. 2002). There is no mention of Mute Swan in Kansas in Thompson et
al. (2011), but the Kansas Bird Records Committee spent considerable time in 2008
discussing the species, deciding to take a "very conservative approach"; the
committee concluded that "until proof of wild origin is found in the state, i.e. neck
band from a known wild breeding pair, Mute Swan records will not be circulated for
consideration (pers. comm. Chuck Otte to WRS). As in Iowa, most Kansas reports
have been in winter, with very few summer reports and nothing indicating breeding
(pers. comm. Chuck Otte to WRS). There are no accepted records for Colorado
(Colorado Bird Records Committee).
Mute Swan occurrences in Nebraska will continue to be problematic and
controversial. Despite efforts to document sightings and determine provenance,
uncertainty will remain about the true status of any single record, although it is clear
to us there is now an established pattern of vagrancy for the species as a whole. This
article is an attempt to resolve this conundrum.
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Table 1. Reports of Mute Swan in Nebraska. Reports suggestive of wild
provenance are indicated in the second column.
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